
 

 
Dear members of the Joint Committee on European Union Affairs,  

 

First of all, I thank you for granting me the privilege to address this esteemed committee today. My colleague Ranka 

Miljenovic (Executive Director) and I (Programme Manager and Senior Researcher) are visiting Ireland as part of our 

advocacy campaign spanning from Portugal to Finland, from Ireland to Greece. We are here on behalf of the 

European Policy Centre (CEP – Belgrade), the highest-ranked think tank from the Western Balkans and a co-creator 

of the widely discussed Staged Accession Model (SAM), i.e. Model for accession to the EU in stages (a proposal that 

has become an important part of EU-wide and Brussels-based discussions on further reform of EU enlargement 

policy). By the end of March, we will have visited 20 of the 27 member states, with the aim of informing officials 

from the Ministries of Foreign Affairs, deputies from the Parliaments and think tanks from respective member states 

on the merits of our proposal. 

 

The Staged Accession Model (SAM) is a proposal designed to enhance the credibility of the enlargement policy 

amidst geopolitical changes and restore its transformative effect. Originating as early as 2018, the idea took shape 

through a collaborative effort by the European Policy Centre (CEP – Belgrade) and Centre for European Policy 

Studies (CEPS – Brussels) in 2021, with the most recent, refined version emerging in 2023. With the aim of addressing 

the interests and concerns of candidate countries and EU member states, it revitalises the entire process by breaking 

it down into four stages while making it both merit-based and reversible. 

 

Building upon the 2020 revised enlargement methodology, the SAM ties access to increased, clear, and accessible 

benefits for candidates to the accomplished level of reforms. During the pre-accession period (stages 1 and 2), the 

SAM insists on introducing a well-designed, transparent, predictable incentive structure. In practice, moving from 

one stage to another would entail: 1) the possibility for the progressing candidate to have gradual access to EU 

institutions (i.e. the European Council, the Council of the EU, comitology, European Commission’s expert groups, 

European Parliament, etc.) – to facilitate increased socialisation, institutional capacity-building, and the exchange 

of views – and 2) increased access to funding (up to 40% of the funds they would be entitled to a member in Stage 

1, followed by 60% in Stage 2) – to bridge the socio-economic gap sooner rather than later, to encourage the 

development of domestic absorption capacities, and reduce the space for malign external actor involvement. 

 

These stages are horizontal in nature, i.e. requiring progress across all negotiation clusters for the benefits to be 

unlocked. The higher the level of preparedness, the greater the benefits. This approach prevents cherry-picking, 

especially from countries that might already have above-average ratings in economic clusters, in contrast to the 

fundamentals. By insisting that no progress towards benefits can take place without tangible reforms in the rule of 

law and other related areas, the Model aims to give genuine meaning and add weight to the term “frontrunner”. 

Hence, the benefits would be subject to reversal proportional to the decreased level of preparedness, thereby 

increasing the opportunity costs associated with being a “backbencher”. This stands in sharp contrast to the current 

situation, where both frontrunners and backbenchers are equalised in terms of the benefits they have access to, 

irrespective of their success in implementing reforms. 

 

At the same time, the Model remains open to be complemented by sectoral gradual integration approaches. These 

encompass the possibility of increasing integration with the EU’s Single Market (for goods manufactured in the 

Western Balkans following alignment with the relevant EU product acquis), and benefiting from various EU cross-

national programmes, agencies, alliances and initiatives while deepening the cooperation of the existing EU-WB 

formats such as Transport and Energy Communities, Green Agenda, and Green Lanes. However, the difference 

between the Model’s horizontal approach and the sectoral approach lies in the fact that the latter does not require 

reform results across the board. Moreover, sectoral integration already exists and lacks merit-based principles at 

its core. While it can contribute to integrating economies into the EU’s single market, it is not expected to yield a 

transformative or incentivising effect. Therefore, the Model's logic can align with such proposals, as long as they 

are merit-based and do not necessitate the negotiation and ratification of new international agreements. This is 

important, as the underlying premise that led to the Model’s creation was to build it upon the 2020 Revised 

Enlargement Methodology and prevent a reduction in time and resources needed for the reforms to take place. 

 

 

https://cep.org.rs/en/homepage/
https://repository.upenn.edu/exhibits/orgunit/think_tanks
https://cep.org.rs/en/the-initiative-for-a-staged-accession-to-the-eu/
https://cep.org.rs/en/publications/template-2-0-for-staged-accession-to-the-eu/


 

 
Meanwhile, the Model is unique in that it avoids a scenario where a candidate implements all reforms, only to be 

rejected due to the lack of EU internal reforms necessary to accommodate the next enlargement cycle. This scenario 

is plausible as member states are concerned about the potential endangerment of the decision-making process 

with over 30 Union members. To prevent delays in enlargement, the Model proposes limiting the veto rights of 

newcomers for a certain period of time in Stage 3. This is expected to be a last-minute political compromise, 

solidified by acts of accession. The aim is to enable the Union to continue reforming itself while incorporating new 

members. In addition, the Model suggests relying on safeguard clauses as a mechanism to prevent or sanction 

backsliding of newcomers. These should have an extended duration (from the current three years to ten) and an 

increased number of areas where they could be applied (beyond the current Justice and Home Affairs, and Internal 

Market). Their added value is that, once activated, their benchmarks could last as long as the identified issues are 

not resolved. 

 

This Stage protects the interests of newcomers as well. Besides having the rights and obligations like all other 

member states, including access to institutions, single market and structural funds, representatives of new member 

states would be allowed to participate in all Council deliberations and consensus-building processes as well as to 

vote in all simple and qualified majority issues (including forming of blocking minorities). Additionally, the existing 

emergency brake mechanism would allow newcomers to refer specific issues endangering their vital national 

interests to the European Council, where their representative would participate on par with others. Simultaneously, 

this special arrangement avoids creating a second-class membership, by having the veto limitations automatically 

expire after ten years. As the new member state evolves into a conventional member state in Stage 4, the principle 

of equality among member states is preserved. 

 

With all that said, I look forward to discussing this further and answering any questions.  

 

I thank you once again for giving me the chance to express my thoughts on this important matter.  

 

Sincerely,  

Strahinja Subotic 


